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Previous research has questioned the role of altruism in charitable donation and 
suggests that such behaviour is also motivated by self-interest, such as public recognition 
or emotional satisfaction. Recognising this, not-for-profit organisations have developed 
strategies that allow individuals to donate conspicuously, and are at an embryonic stage 
of turning to social media to provide such recognition. Under investigation in this paper, 
is the relationship between conspicuous donation behaviour (CDB) on social media and 
customer value, in blood donation. Online survey results, from a sample of 186 
Australian blood donors, support the proposed framework. Significant relationships 
between self-orientated CDB and emotional value, and other-orientated CDB and social 
value are demonstrated. The findings provide valuable insights into the use of 
conspicuous donation strategies on social media as a means to add value to the donation 
experience, and contribute to our understanding into the under-researched areas of 
CDB and customer value. 
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Understanding the motivations behind individuals’ adoption, involvement and continued 
participation in charitable behaviour has been of great interest among researchers (Bennett, 
2003; Pentecost & Andrews, 2009). Despite substantive research in this area, donation rates 
remain below societal needs for many charitable activities (Charities Aid Foundation, 2012). 
This is particularly evident in blood donation, where only 3% of the eligible Australian 
population donate blood (Blood Service, 2012). With the demand for blood forecast to 
increase (Blood Service, 2011), research attention is shifting to better understand blood 
donors and the drivers that motivate them to donate (Bednall & Bove, 2011). 
 
Previous literature investigating donor motivations strongly supports the view that charitable 
behaviour is distinctively an altruistic act and that altruism is the primary reason for donating 
(Alessandrini, 2007; Steele et al., 2008). This is reflected in the heavy tendency for blood 
organisations worldwide to use education based promotions that appeal to an individual’s 
altruistic nature. However, researchers have questioned the role of altruism in the decision to 
donate and suggest that such behaviour is also motivated by some form of self-interest, such 
as social or emotional benefits (Ariely, Bracha, & Meier, 2009; Bennett, 2003; Buyx, 2009; 
Harbaugh, 1998). This phenomenon has been conceptualised as conspicuous donation 
behaviour (CDB); receiving public recognition for an act of donation (Grace & Griffin, 2006).  
 
Accepting that altruism cannot be the sole motivation for charitable behaviour, not-for-profit 
organisations (NFPs) worldwide have developed strategies that allow individuals to donate 
conspicuously, such as through the sale of empathy ribbons (Grace & Griffin, 2006). 
However, the use of such conspicuous strategies as a means to add customer value (social or 
emotional) to the donation experience has had limited research, particularly in blood donation 
where there is no monetary exchange. Furthermore, very few studies have examined 
conspicuous strategies in an online social media context, despite the platform’s growing 
popularity for self-expression and presentation (Schau & Gilly, 2003). To this end, this paper 
seeks to address the research question: What is the relationship between virtual conspicuous 
donation behaviour and customer value (social and emotional) in a blood donation context? 
 
Conspicuous Donation Behaviour 
 
Research has indicated that individuals donate because of intrinsic reasons, such as to gain 
personal satisfaction, as well as extrinsic reasons such as to enhance social standing (Ariely et 
al., 2009; Bennett, 2003; Mayo & Tinsley, 2009). Encapsulating this inclination, CDB was 
defined as “the act of donating to charitable causes via the visible display of charitable 
merchandise or the public recognition of the donation”(Grace & Griffin, 2009). Whilst novel 
in its application to charitable behaviour, Veblen (1899) first coined the Theory of 
Conspicuous Consumption to reflect that to some degree, consumption contributes to the 
maintenance or improvement of social standing (Belk, 1988; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). 
Just as the theory of conspicuous consumption promotes the visible consumption of goods as 
a mechanism to improve one’s social positioning and identity, CDB promotes the visible 
display of charitable donation to achieve the same end (Grace & Griffin, 2009).  
 
NFPs have made ample use of donors’ desire to be recognized for their generosity, 
developing various donor recognition programs (Bénabou & Tirole, 2006). At present the 
majority of conspicuous donation behaviour takes place offline in the form of purchasing 
displayable charitable merchandise, such as empathy ribbons, badges, or stationary (Grace & 
Griffin, 2006). However, with the growth in popularity of online social media platforms 
(Euromonitor International, 2010), as well as providing users new opportunities to present 
themselves using digital rather than physical referents (Schau & Gilly, 2003), this paper will 
apply CDB within a social media context. 
 
Social Media as a Platform for Conspicuous Donation Behaviour 
 
Social media platforms, such as Facebook, give consumers the opportunity for self-
presentation without the limitations associated with material possessions (Schau & Gilly, 
2003). Given that conspicuousness is characterized by visibility, and that social media can be 
used to provide visibility in terms of consumption, it is argued that CDB can be manifested 
through the use of social media. NFPs are beginning to recognize social media as a tool to 
provide donors with conspicuous recognition for their support, in addition to traditional 
means (ARCBS, 2012; Henderson, 2012). Despite this rising adoption and the growing 
popularity of social media platforms for self-expression, research is only at an embryonic 
stage of exploring virtual conspicuous donation tokens. Initially developed as novel marketing 
programs to increase donation income, such conspicuous donation tokens have become an 
important value proposition in customer-focused fundraising strategies (Grace & Griffin, 
2006; Moore, 2008). Of importance in this paper, is the notion that virtual conspicuous 




The significance of customer value in marketing literature is evident by the very definition of 
marketing, which makes reference to creating, communicating and delivering value to the 
target audience (French & Blair-Stevens, 2006). Customer value can help understand what 
individuals seek from an exchange to encourage behaviour (Holbrook, 1994). When 
considering customer value in a blood donation context, the traditional economic approach 
provides a limited view; value is simply a function of a cost-benefit analysis where only the 
functional utilities of the product exchanged are considered (Payne & Holt, 1999). Therefore 
an experiential approach is adopted, where the multi-dimensionality of customer value 
extends beyond the service exchange and simple economic benefits (Bekkers & Wiepking, 
2007). Although exact terminology differs between authors, multiple conceptualizations exist 
that outline dimensions of customer value (Holbrook, 1994, 2006; Russell-Bennett, Previte, & 
Zainuddin, 2009; Sheth, Newman, & Gross, 1991; Sweeney & Soutar, 2001). Harbaugh 
(1998a) proposed that the two primary reasons for charitable behaviour are internal 
(emotional) gratification and social prestige. Therefore the two dimensions of customer value 
of importance in this paper, which have been repeatedly identified in the literature, are 
emotional and social value.  
 
Research has demonstrated that individuals often experience a direct, psychological benefit as 
a consequence of moral satisfaction induced by the contribution to the common good 
(Ferguson, Atsma, de Kort, & Veldhuizen, 2012). In this paper, this is conceptualised as 
emotional value, for example, feelings of personal fulfilment from donating blood. 
Specifically, people may feel remunerated from donating (cost) by feelings of increased self-
worth (benefit). Emotional value can be enhanced by receiving something, for example a 
token of recognition on social media, that serves as a reminder of a good deed, and so extends 
the positive affective state (Bennett, 2007). Social value is derived from the behaviour’s 
ability to enhance social status, to make a good impression and shape the opinion of others 
(Holbrook, 2006). People driven by social value tend to choose products or perform 
behaviours that convey an image congruent with the social image they want to project (Sheth 
et al., 1991). Whilst blood donation may initially be motivated by altruistic motives, helping 
may in fact be sustained by the sense of a positive emotional or social utility gained from the 
act of giving (Andreoni, 1990; Mayo & Tinsley, 2009). 
 
CDB and Customer Value 
 
CDB can be both self-orientated and other-orientated (Grace & Griffin, 2009). Self-orientated 
CDB reflects a desire to obtain ‘inner satisfactions’ and personal fulfilment through donating 
conspicuously, whilst other-orientated CDB is motivated by public recognition by significant 
others (Patsiaouras & Fitchett, 2012). Thus consumers perform particular conspicuous 
donation behaviour to communicate with themselves as much as with other people. On this 
basis, it could be expected that individuals may perform conspicuous donation behaviours to 
seek both personal fulfilment (emotional value) and social recognition (social value) from 
donating blood. Consequently, the following hypotheses were developed: 
 
H1:  Self-orientated conspicuous donation behaviour will have a significant  
  relationship with emotional value 
H2:  Other-orientated conspicuous donation behaviour will have a significant  




A quantitative cross-sectional research design, using an online questionnaire survey method, 
was employed (Neuman, 2011). The survey measures used were: emotional and social 
customer value (Sweeney & Soutar, 2001), and CDB (Grace & Griffin, 2009). Prior to 
answering questions measuring attitude toward CDB, respondents were exposed to three 
different conspicuous social media strategies and requested to select their preferred option. 
This was to limit potential negative bias when answering CDB items. A random sample of 
whole blood donors aged 18-70 was selected from the Australian Red Cross Blood Service 
database. A total usable sample size of 186, and an overall response rate of 6.1%, was 
attained. Confirmatory factor analysis to test the measurement model and linear regression to 
test the hypothesised relationships were undertaken using the SPSS Statistics 19.0 program.  
 
Results and Discussion 
 
The sample demographic characteristics as compared with the current blood donor panel 
reflect a similar distribution of age and gender (Blood Service, 2012), indicating that non-
response bias did not affect the validity of the study. Similarly, 63.5% of respondents 
indicated that they use social networking sites for personal use, which is consistent with usage 
rates in Australia (Sensis, 2011). Further, the majority of respondents (61.8%) indicated they 
would prefer to receive a ‘Wall Post’ image from the Blood Service recognising their recent 
donation, followed by a ‘Twibbon’ (34.9%). In terms of the linear regression results (see 
Figure 1), a significant positive association was found between Self-Orientated CDB and 
Emotional Value (β= 0.22, p= 0.003) and, Other-Orientated CDB and Social Value (β= 0.60, 
p<0.001). Consequently, both H1 and H2 were supported. 
 
Despite continued communication efforts about shortages, blood donation rates have failed to 
increase (Blood Service, 2011) which highlighted the need to examine a new approach to 
increasing blood donation behaviour. Although a relationship between conspicuous donation 
behaviour and customer value has not been examined within commercial marketing literature, 
the findings of this study present strong support that a positive relationship does exist in a 
blood donation context. More specifically, the results show that self-orientated conspicuous 
donation has a strong positive relationship with emotional value, and other-orientated 
conspicuous donation has a very strong positive relationship with social value.  
 
Figure 1 Linear Regression Results  
 
*p < 0.01; **p <  0.001 
 
 
These findings demonstrate firstly, that donors who exhibit a preference for emotional value 
find that the receipt of a conspicuous gift from a charitable organisation bolsters the ‘warm 
glow’ experience following the act of donating blood (Bennett, 2007). Ferguson et al. (2012) 
proposed that such a positive emotional experience from donating blood can be sustained by 
reinforcement from significant others. This is supported by this research as such conspicuous 
donation strategies on social media provide a means for significant others to recognise an 
individuals’ charitable contribution. Thus prolonging and reinforcing feelings of personal 
fulfilment. Although a ‘warm glow feeling’ is outside the control of an organisation, these 
positive affective states can be used as part of a value proposition to encourage people to 
donate. Secondly, this research strongly supports the argument that conspicuous donation 
strategies positively impact social value when the donor is other-orientated. As social value is 
centred on making a good impression through receiving public recognition for behaviour, and 
virtual conspicuous donation strategies provide a means for such desired recognition and 




This paper makes a number of theoretical and practical contributions by providing new 
insights into the otherwise under-researched areas of CDB and customer value. Given CDB 
was originally conceptualised and operationalised within a monetary donation context, 
specifically through the sale of empathy ribbons (Grace & Griffin, 2006, 2009), this study has 
contributed to the theoretical development and generalisability of CDB in two ways. Firstly, 
this research demonstrates that CDB is relevant within a blood donation context where there 
is no monetary exchange. Secondly, this study supports that CDB is not restricted to receiving 
conspicuous tangible rewards, such as empathy ribbons and stickers, but also receipt of 
intangible, virtual rewards on social media. Furthermore, this study establishes a relationship 
between CDB and customer value, providing preliminary support that these two bodies of 
literature can be drawn together to examine and understand donation behaviour. This research 
puts forward the idea that virtual conspicuous donation tokens bolster the social and 
emotional value gained through the donation experience, which in turn, may increase 
intentions to perform the behaviour again. As a result, this paper has provided the foundations 
to gain a clearer, deeper and more robust understanding of the relatively under-researched 
area of CDB, particularly as an antecedent of customer value. Whilst the scope of this study is 
limited to implications for blood organisations, there is potential for a broader application. 
Through recognition, the provision of virtual conspicuous tokens could provide cost effective 
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